
Heritage Council – Public Perceptions 
of Archaeology Survey

Job Reference: 342218

Date: December 2018



2

RED Line Methodology and Overall Objective

/ Research was conducted using our RED C Live panel on behalf of 
The Heritage Council to explore awareness of and attitudes towards 
archaeology in Ireland. 

/ Through our online panel of over 40,000 members, we were able to 
reach a representative sample of the adult population 18+ across 
Ireland in a cost effective and timely manner. 

/ Quota controls were used to ensure a nationally representative 
sample of ROI adults aged 18+, with interlocking quotas to provide 
extra confidence in sample profile

/ Data was weighted across Gender, age, region and social class so as 
to ensure a nationally representative sample based on latest CSO 
projections.

/ N=507 respondents took part in this survey between the 30th

November and 4th December 2018. 

/ While the core focus of this report is the results of this primary 
research, throughout we have shown comparisons to the European 
wide NEARCH study where relevant. 

49%

51%

Gender

ABC1‘s: 42%

C2DE‘s: 52%

Social Class

Age

10%

19%

21%

18%

14%

18%

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65+

Conn/ Ulster

18%

Rest of Leinster 

26%
Munster

28%

Dublin

28%

Region

In addition to quota controls, the data was Weighted to be representative of all 
adults aged 18+ using the latest CSO census data on the following demographics.



Understanding and 
engagement with Archaeology
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In Ireland, archaeology is perceived overwhelmingly as a science that studies the past, with more than three quarters 

of Irish Adults perceiving it as such. This compares to just over half of Europeans who see it as this. 

What Is Archaeology?
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.1)

77%

44%

30%

25%

19%

9%

1%

A science that studies the past

A profession

A science

A skill

A cultural activity

A leisure pursuit

Don’t Know

77%
See it as…

A SCIENCE THAT STUDIES THE PAST

compared to just 48% in Europe who do so

Q1. As you see it, archaeology is more...
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While the perception that Archaeology is useful is common across Europe, in Ireland, the perception is even stronger 

with 95% of the population believing this to be the case. 

What Do People Think of Archaeology?
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.2)

95%
Of Irish Adults 

think Archaeology 
is Useful

Compared to 

90% of 

European 
Adults
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When asked about various uses for Archaeology, very similar numbers agree across statements related to its role in 

understanding the past. While levels of agreement decline when prompted around the role in understanding the 
present and the future, a majority still agree Archaeology has a role on both these aspects. 

Uses of Archaeology
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

96%

96%

95%

92%

79%

70%

(Q.3)

To know where we came from, learn from our past

Improve our knowledge / understanding of the past

Preservation of remains, objects from the past

Helping to confirm or debunk historical theories

Help to understand the present (today's society)

Help to predict / prepare for the future

NET: Agree

Q3. Here are some things other people have said about the uses of archaeology. Looking at each of the following statements, please tell us to what extent you agree or disagree 
with each?
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Irish People see more roles for Archaeology than Europeans generally. As in the rest of Europe however, the primary 

perceived purpose of Archaeology is its role in passing history down to younger generations. 

Purpose of Archaeology – Top 3
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.4)

47%

56% 52%54%

Passing history down to 
younger generations

46%N/A

Participating in the study and 
protection of cultural heritage

Knowing the 
History of Ireland

Compared 
to Europe

Q4. Here are a number of purposes that could be attributed to archaeology. What are the three main purposes of archaeology as you see it?
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The vast majority of Irish Adults agree that having archaeological remains is an advantage for a town with 

significantly high levels of agreement that Archaeology is also important for tourism. More than four fifths also agree 
that supporting and developing archaeology is important economically for the country. 

Economic Impact – Top 3
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.5)

86%

92% 83%90%

Having archaeological 
remains is an 

advantage for a town

83%n/a

Supporting and developing 
archaeology is important 
economically for Ireland

Archaeology is 
important for tourism

Compared 
to Europe

Q5. There are various ways that other people have said archaeology can contribute to economic development. To what extent do you agree or disagree with each 
of the following?
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Particularly interesting to note is that the majority of people presume it is historical & archaeological societies that 

are responsible for managing Archaeology as opposed to the national Government, while Universities are the most 
associated organisation with actually conducting it. 

Who Do People Think Is Responsible For Archaeology?
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

75%

59%

33%

8%

(Q.6/7)

Managing Conducting

Historical & 
archaeological societies

The national 
government

County Councils

Private companies

69%

60%

59%

53%

21%

Universities

Amateur archaeology 
associations & local history 

societies

Museums

Public research institutes

Private Companies

Q6. In your opinion, which of the following organisations do you think is responsible 
for managing archaeology in Ireland?

Q7. Which of the following organisations, do you think conducts archaeological 
research?

Compared To 
Europe

(45%)

(42%)

(37%)

(16%)

Compared To 
Europe

(73%)

(55%)

(61%)

(40%)

(66%)



What Do Archaeologists Do?
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

Almost everyone presume Archaeologists carry out archaeological excavations, interpret traces of the past and contribute to our 

knowledge about civilisations. While still a sizeable majority, less associate them with teaching and writing books, while just 7 in 10 

associate them with organising exhibitions. 

(Q.8)

99% 97% 97%

They carry out 
archaeological 

excavations
They interpret the 
traces of the past

They contribute to 
knowledge about 

civilisations

85%89% 70%
They write booksThey teach

They organise 
exhibitions

Q8. Which of the following do you think archaeologists actually do?

81% 65%84%Compared 
to Europe

98% 95%96%Compared 
to Europe



7%
1% 1%

11%

4% 3%

27%

9% 7%

37%

46%
46%

12%

34%
36%

6% 6% 8%
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Watching documentaries is the main way people engage with Archaeology with 45% of Irish Adults saying they do 

this at least several times a year. Comparatively, a similar proportion say they have visited an archaeological site or 
an exhibition devoted to Archaeology just once or twice a year. 

Engagement With Archaeology
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

Watched a documentary 
film about archaeology

Once a month

Never

Several times a month

Once or twice a year

Several times a year

Don't know

(Q.9)

Visited an 
archaeological site

Visited an exhibition 
devoted to archaeology

Q9. How often if at all, have you 
ever done each of the following?
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Documentaries are also the primary way that Irish Adults say they stay informed about Archaeology with just over 7 

in 10 saying they use this as a source. Just over half say they keep up to date via the internet, with other mediums in 
particular studying in college and attending conferences used by just a small minority. 

How People Stay Informed?
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

71%

54%

28%

6%

3%

(Q.10)

Documentary programs, news 
reports on TV, radio

The internet

Publications e.g. books

I studied in College

Attended Conferences

Q10. There are various different sources of information that people can use to be informed about archaeology and archaeological heritage. 
Have you personally used any of the following to educate yourself about archaeology?

Compared To 
Europe
(56%)

(20%)

(N/A)

(3%)

(N/A)
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More than 9 in 10 agree that supporting and developing archaeology is important for Ireland. Also interesting to 

note is that more than 8 in 10 believe it should mainly be funded by the Government, when just under three 
quarters agree that it should be the states job to manage Archaeology. 

Views On Archaeology
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.11)

91%

83%

81%

74%

69%

66%

Supporting & 
Developing 

archaeology is 
important for 

Ireland

91%

Supporting and developing archaeology 
is important for Ireland

Archaeology should be mainly funded 
by the Government

A citizen should have some knowledge 
of archaeology

It should be the State's job to 
manage archaeology

Archaeology should be added to the 
subjects taught at school

Archaeology is a field for 
which you feel an attachment

Q11. To what extent would you agree or disagree with each of the following statements other people have said about archaeology?

% NET Agree Compared To 
Europe

(83%)

(73%)

(N/A)

(64%)

(N/A)

(54%)
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The vast majority of Irish Adults (87%) would be interested in visiting an Archaeological site, and particularly interesting to 

note is that two thirds of Irish Adults would be at least somewhat interested in taking part in an Archaeological excavation.

Interest In Archaeological Related Activities
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.12)

87%

71%

69%

66%

Visiting an archaeological site

Meeting archaeologists so as to better 
understand archaeology's usefulness 

for your local community

Meeting archaeologists so as to better 
understand their profession

Taking part in an 
archaeological excavation

Q12. To what extent, if at all, would you be interested in doing each of the following?
% NET Interested

Compared To 
Europe

(85%)

(61%)

(61%)

(62%)
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While a third of Irish Adults are unsure what their priority would be when visiting an archaeological exhibition, 

among those that do express a preference, exhibitions devoted to the middle ages are the most popular.

Exhibition Preference
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.13)

22% 36% 9%
Prehistory

The Middle Ages 
/ medieval period More recent history

Q13. If you were going to visit an archaeological site or exhibition in Ireland, would your priority be to visit a site or an exhibition devoted to...

No Preference/Don’t Know – 33%
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Over a quarter of Irish Adults express an interest in studying or say they have actually studied Archaeology at third 

level with 18 – 24 year olds the age group most interested in the subject. 

Interest In Archaeology As A Subject
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

23%

3%

68%

5%

(Q.14)

Yes

Yes – and 
I’ve studied 
previously at 
third level

Don’t know

No

NET: Yes

27%

Gender Age

Male Female 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

23% 30% 54% 26% 25% 25% 21% 21%

Region Dependent Children?

Conn/Ulster Leinster Munster Dublin Yes No

26% 33% 24% 25% 32% 23%

% NET: Yes

Q14. Have you ever wanted to study archaeology?



Development Led Archaeology
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Just under 30% say they are familiar with the expression “pre-development archaeology”, but even among this group 

who claim to have heard of it, the vast majority say they don’t really know what it is. 

Familiarity With Term ‘Pre-Development Archaeology’
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

4%

25%

68%

(Q.15)

Yes – and I know 
what it means

Yes – I’ve 
heard the 
name but 
don’t really 
know what it is

No

NET: Yes

29%

Gender Age
Male Female 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

29% 29% 35% 27% 22% 26% 28% 41%

Region Dependent Children?
Conn/Ulster Leinster Munster Dublin Yes No

28% 38% 30% 22% 32% 27%

Profile of those who say Yes

Q15. Are you familiar with the expression "pre-development archaeology"?
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After it is explained to them, 86% of Irish Adults believe that development led Archaeology taking place prior to 

construction beginning is a good thing. 

Development Led – Good or Bad Thing?
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

86%
Of Irish Adults 

think it’s a 
good thing

Compared to 

92% of 

European 
Adults

(Q.16)

Q16. Development led archaeology is archaeological survey and excavation carried out in advance of motorway projects, housing and commercial developments or other 
infrastructure construction. This work investigates and records archaeological heritage before construction. This is licensed by the government and is typically carried out by 
private archaeological companies funded by the developer.

Do you think it’s a good or bad thing that development led archaeology must take place prior to developments such as those mentioned above?



59%
16%

25%
NET: Yes

59%
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Similar to what we see when asked about Archaeology generally, the majority of Irish Adults agree that it should be 

the public sector that manages development led archaeology, with ensuring standards and preventing it from being 
used to serve private interests the main reasons people believe this. 

Development-Led Archaeology
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.17/18)

Don’t 
know

Yes

No

75%

61%

49%

To ensure that this research is 
carried out to a certain 

standard, whatever the area

To prevent it from serving 
private interests

Because archaeology is a 
public service

Q17. Do you think that it should be the responsibility of the public sector to 
manage development led archaeology?

Q18. Which of the following reasons make you think it would be 
preferable for the public sector to manage development led archaeology?
(Base: All Adults 18+ who agree Public Sector should be responsible; n=300) Compared To 

Europe

(55%)

(42%)

(57%)

Compared To 
Europe

(58%)



Archaeology in Ireland
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A significant majority of Irish adults are unaware that metal detecting is illegal, with just 30% knowing this is the 

case. While little separates the top four reasons why people believe it is illegal, the main reason people believe this is 
the case is to ensure archaeological objects do not fall into private collections. 

Metal Detecting In Ireland
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.19/20)

69%

67%

66%

64%

30%
Aware that 
it is illegal

To ensure that archaeological objects 
make their way into public museums & 

not private collections

To prevent an illicit or black market in 
archaeological objects

To prevent damage to archaeological 
sites and monuments

To make sure that vulnerable 
archaeological objects are cared for by 

trained conservators

Q19. In Ireland metal detecting for archaeological 
objects is illegal without permission from the 
government. Before today, were you aware of this?

Q20. Why do you think metal detecting for archaeological 
objects is illegal without permission from the government?
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Perceptions of the impact of tourism on Archaeological sites are fairly split, with 40% believing it has a negative 

impact but 46% disagreeing with this statement. A similar proportion of people say they are aware of an 
archaeological site in their home county that attracts a lot of visitors. 

Impact of Tourism
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

46% 
are aware of an 

archaeological site in 
their home county which 

attracts lots of visitors

(Q.21/22)

40% 
Agree that tourism has 
a negative impact on 
archaeological sites

but 

46% 
disagree

Q21. Other people have said that tourism has a negative impact on archaeological sites. To what extent do you agree or disagree with this statement?

Q22. Are you aware of an archaeological site in your home county that attracts a lot of visitors?
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While a majority do not agree that tourism has a negative impact on Archaeological sites, a majority do agree that 

steps should be taken to conserve sites, that there should be a steward or warden on site during busy times of the 
year and that stakeholders should have a cooperative agreement to look after sites. 

What Should Be Done To Protect Our Heritage Sites?
(Base: All Adults 18+; n=507)

(Q.23)

Conserving the site itself & taking care of its surroundings

Having a steward or warden on site during busy times of 
the year

Involve the state authorities, the landowner & local 
volunteers in a cooperative arrangement to look after the 

site

Restricting the number of visitors to the site

I don't think there is a need for any special measures to be 
taken to protect archaeological sites

68%

60%

56%

40%

5%

Q23. There are various ways that archaeological or heritage sites that attract a lot of visitors can be protected. Which of the following, if any, do you think should be done 
to protect heritage sites?




